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Understanding critical success factors and perceived future among micro and small 
firms through entrepreneurial action theory  
 
Purpose – This study examines how owners and managers of micro and small enterprises 
perceive firm success, and the future of their businesses. Entrepreneurial action theory is 
adopted in the analysis and a modified theoretical framework is proposed.  
Design/methodology/approach – Semi-structured, face-to-face interviews were conducted 
with 34 owners and managers representing 32 Italian and Spanish wine businesses; 
qualitative content analysis was employed.  
Findings – Eight dimensions common to both groups of participants emerged, with the most 
prevalent themes revealing strong links with opportunity maximisation. In particular, the 
importance of perceived critical success factors were manifested by continuous 
improvements, building relationships, and being perceived highly are in line with perceptions 
of wineries’ future, including entering demanding markets, becoming a referent for the region, 
or attaining global recognition.  
Originality/value – In investigating critical success factors and the perceived future of 
businesses from two of the world’s largest wine producers and exporters, the study provides a 
theoretical, practical and international perspective concerning these dimensions. In addition, 
the study focuses on Europe’s largest business sector, namely, small and medium enterprises 
(SMEs). Furthermore, the study proposes a theoretical framework, which brings together the 
findings and the insights of entrepreneurial action theory.  
 
Keywords: Perceived critical success factors; perceived future; micro and small firms; wine 





Different authors (Chen et al., 2015; Devece et al., 2016; Lau, 2007; Rodríguez-Segura et al., 
2016) have discussed entrepreneurship in the context of perceived success, and within it, 
critical success factors (CSFs). CSFs are conceptualised as “those factors predicting 
success…” (Sanvido et al., 1992, p. 97), or those key areas that “ensure successful 
competitive performance for the organization” (Rockart, 1979, p. 85). Devece et al., 2016, for 
instance, noticed that opportunity recognition was entrepreneurs’ key success factor, while 
innovation was their most reliable approach to success. Further, Lau et al. (2007) identified 
the importance of firms’ profitability, and various sources of social identity, including 
organisational commitment, and Chen et al. (2015) that of career achievement and social 
reputation. Finally, Staniewski’s (2016) research revealed the significance of experience and 
unique knowledge as a key indicator of entrepreneurial success.  
     Definitions for the terms entrepreneurship and entrepreneur are plentiful. For instance, 
entrepreneurship is conceptualised as the process and act by which individuals, organisations, 
societies and regions pursue opportunities to generate wealth (George and Zahra, 2002). 
Entrepreneurship has also been associated with the creation of new enterprises (Kent et al., 
1982), or the action of a risk taker to revive an existing business (Hébert and Link, 1989). 
Extending from these definitions, an entrepreneur is someone who decides and takes 
responsibilities that affect location, goods, institutions, or the use of resources (Hébert and 
Link, 1989), and makes judgmental decisions in coordinating scarce resources (Carson, 1982).  
     According to Simpson et al. (2012), perceptions of business success are based on opinion, 
and may be associated with the extent to which a firm’s objectives are reached or exceeded. 
Simpson et al. (2012) recognise that separating success from performance has proven 
difficult for researchers, notably, “because success can be defined in terms of certain 
elements of performance” (p. 272).   
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     Within the domain of the present research, which focuses on small and micro enterprises, 
authors have discussed aspects concerning CSF among small and medium enterprises (SMEs). 
Table 1 presents a selection of contributions in this area after 2000. As illustrated, intangible 
elements such as personal fulfilment, sense of achievement, quality (product, service), firm 
growth, leadership, and innovation are predominant, with only profit and financial 
capabilities representing tangible components.  
     While there is strong academic interest in seeking to identify factors that are vital to 
SMEs’ success, limited theoretical progress has been made in this regard (Simpson et al., 
2012). In the meantime, limited efforts have been made to narrow this existing theoretical gap. 
Only recently, Kozielski’s (2019) proposed a theoretical framework associated with the 
determinants in building business success he found among 33 Polish SMEs.     
Table 1 Here 
     In addition, perceived firm success or CSFs have been sparsely studied among SMEs in 
some industries, such as in the wine industry, whose socioeconomic impact is significant, 
with global exports of 28.9 billion Euros in 2016 (International Organisation of Vine and 
Wine, OIV, 2017). In one of the few contributions to date, Mora (2006) found four key 
potential CSFs for wineries in the Bordeaux region, namely, keeping a niche position 
globally, consolidating production, and reducing intermediaries while increasing sales efforts.  
     In addressing existing empirical and theoretical gaps, the present study will focus on three 
key areas. First, it will examine what ‘firm success’ means to micro and small winery owners 
and managers, and further illustrated by perceived CSFs. Similarly, the study will investigate 
these firm operators’ perceptions concerning the future of their firms. Thus, the following 
two research questions will be addressed: 
 
 RQ1: What does ‘firm success’ mean to micro and small firm owners and managers 
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operating in the wine industry? In other words, what are their most strongly perceived 
CSF in the context of their firms? 
 RQ2: How do owners and managers perceive the future of their firms, for instance, in 
terms of growth or adaptive strategies, over the next decade?  
 
     ‘Future’ in the context of the present research (RQ2) refers to strategies firm operators are 
considering, including growth and diversification.  
     Learning about how participants perceive the future of their firms complements the 
knowledge acquired regarding their perceived CSFs, and could be valuable in revealing 
associations between the two areas of inquiry. Resulting implications for firms’ management 
could ensue in the form of strategic action geared towards their future progression, direction, 
and sustainability, all of which are associated with currently perceived CSFs.  
     Second, the study provides an international perspective of perceived CSFs and future of 
small firms by gathering data among individuals who operate micro and small firms in two 
separate nations. The links between uncertainty and the study’s focus on CSFs and the future 
intentions of micro and small operators, suggest the usefulness of adopting entrepreneurial 
action theory, discussed in the next section. Recently, Duarte Alonso, Kok, and O’Brien 
(2019) considered this theory in combination with the dynamic capabilities framework to 
investigate micro and small firm operators’ adaptive strategies in response to the Brexit 
phenomenon.  
     McMullen and Shepherd (2006) conceptualise entrepreneurial action as “behavior in 
response to a judgmental decision under uncertainty about a possible opportunity for profit” 
(p. 134). In reviewing earlier literature (Shane, 2003; Shane and Venkataraman, 2000), 
Alvarez and Barney (2007) define entrepreneurial action as any activity that entrepreneurs 
might choose to create and maximise opportunities. Klein (2008) posits that opportunities can 
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be manifested in entrepreneurial action, illustrating that it can manifest itself in the form of 
investments or bringing products to the market. 
     Third, through the consideration of entrepreneurial action theory, and its associations with 
the study’s findings, a theoretical framework will be developed. This framework seeks to 
provide a road map for future SME research on perceptions of firm success and future of the 
firm. The potential usefulness of the theory will therefore be examined; to this end, the 
following questions will also be addressed: 
 RQ3: To what extent does EAT contribute to understanding the two main areas under 
investigation, namely, 
o perceived CSFs, and  
o perceived future of the firm? 
 
Literature Review 
Entrepreneurial action theory  
While entrepreneurial action theory (EAT) stresses upon technological change as an 
opportunity trigger, other notions of this theory are useful in understanding aspects of 
opportunity recognition and entrepreneurial action as revealed in this study’s findings. The 
links between EAT and small firms, in particular those operating in the wine industry, 
suggest the usefulness of adopting this framework to gain a deeper understanding of those 
domains. These links are underlined by firms’ actions to maximise opportunities and address 
competition and uncertainty (McMullen and Shepherd, 2006). Therefore, understanding the 
associations between perceived CSFs and the perceived future of wineries and their 
alignments with EAT could be illuminating for different stakeholders. Consumers, growers, 
employees, or local businesses who are potential beneficiaries of the socioeconomic impacts 
resulting from the wine industry’s activities. 
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     As McMullen and Shepherd (2006) posit, uncertainty represents a conceptual foundation 
in theories of entrepreneurship. Furthermore, entrepreneurship is contingent upon action; in 
other words, being an entrepreneur means acting on recognised opportunities (McMullen and 
Shepherd, 2006), which depends on entrepreneurs’ perceptions of feasibility and desirability 
within an uncertain environment (Mitchell and Shepherd, 2010). Thus, entrepreneurial action 
is dependent upon the extent to which individuals rely on their judgment, which in turn is 
also contingent upon the level of uncertainty experienced by entrepreneurs in the process of 
making action-related decisions (McMullen and Shepherd, 2006). Indeed, the reluctance to 
bear uncertainty is perceived as a key reason for prospective entrepreneurs not to engage in 
entrepreneurial action (McMullen and Shepherd, 2006).  
     In this context, McMullen and Shepherd (2006) suggest that uncertainty can be construed 
as doubt, which inhibits action, undermining the beliefs of prospective actors concerning 
whether: 
 An environmental stimulus creates opportunities in the marketplace, 
 These opportunities “could feasibly be enacted by the actor” (p. 133), 
 Successful maximisation of the opportunities would effectively satisfy a personal 
desire. 
     Following these notions, McMullen and Shepherd (2006) developed a two stage 
conceptual framework of entrepreneurial action, with individuals’ motivation and knowledge 
jointly influencing these stages (Shepherd and Patzelt, 2011). McMullen and Shepherd (2006) 
acknowledge that motivation and knowledge “must be considered concomitantly when 
examining entrepreneurial action in each stage” (p. 133). The first stage, opportunity 
attention, emphasises a ‘third person opportunity’, which comprises questions regarding why 
opportunities are spotted “and acted upon in general” (Mitchell and Shepherd, 2010, p. 140). 
McMullen and Shepherd’s (2006) framework illustrates a reciprocal association between 
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prior knowledge and personal strategy (motivation) leading to third person opportunity.  
     The second stage, opportunity evaluation, follows a similar notion as the first; however, it 
highlights a ‘first person opportunity’, or the opportunities identified by entrepreneurs 
(McMullen and Shepherd (2006). The framework proposed by McMullen and Shepherd 
(2006) depicts the associations between feasibility knowledge and desirability assessment 
(motivation), leading to entrepreneurial action. Finally, the evaluation stage is synonymous of 
action-specific uncertainty.  
     Various notions concerning EAT are associated with the domain of wine entrepreneurship. 
Indeed, earlier academic contributions document that, in a globalised environment, the wine 
industry faces intense competition (Hussain et al., 2008), and uncertainty (Golicic, Flint, and 
Signori, 2017). More recent literature stresses the element of uncertainty from a different 
perspective, with Anderson and Wittwer (2017), for instance, discussing the potential 
scenarios that could occur as a result of the referendum conducted in the United Kingdom 
(UK). This referendum led to the country’s decision to leave the European Union, or ‘Brexit’. 
Anderson and Wittwer (2017) hypothesised different scenarios, with uncertainty being a 
fundamental element as a product from Brexit.  
     The work of Mitchell and Shepherd (2010) is to some extent also associated with the 
strategies used by wineries to respond to various challenges affecting their industry, including 
uncertainty through competition as well as changes in policies, such as Brexit. Mitchell and 
Shepherd (2010) explain that, opportunities may represent one among numerous uncertain 
choices. Despite uncertainty, entrepreneurial decision-makers favour these opportunities, as 
they constitute one among multiple alternatives, and therefore represent options (Mitchell and 
Shepherd, 2010).  
     In discussing potential scenarios post-Brexit, Anderson and Wittwer (2017) anticipated 
higher wine imports from emerging wine consumer markets. Duarte Alonso and Bressan’s 
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(2015) research on resilience also revealed wineries’ intention to diversify through increasing 
their international presence (exports). These initiatives, while conducted in situations of high 
uncertainty and inconclusiveness regarding long-term outcomes, are nevertheless aligned 
with the evaluation stage (action-specific uncertainty) which McMullen and Shepherd (2006) 
propose in their theoretical framework. 
     The present research is concerned with micro and small winery operators from two wine 
regions, Valdobbiadene, Italy, and Sant Sadurní d’Anoia, Spain. More specifically, by 
addressing RQ1, the study seeks to identify CSF among these businesses. The selected 
regions produce two traditional products, Prosecco Superiore and Cava, respectively. In 2016, 
production of Prosecco Superiore totalled 83.7 million bottles, with revenues of 414.2 million 
Euros (Conegliano Valdobbiadene, 2016). As much as forty percent of production was 
exported in 2016, and various markets, including Austria, Germany, Switzerland, and the UK 
are experiencing growth (Conegliano Valdobbiadene, 2016). More recent figures from the 
Cava industry (Cava Designation of Origin, 2018) indicate a total production of 252.5 million 
bottles in 2017, with a Euro value of 1.15 billion, and 162.2 million bottles exported (64.2%).  
     Various relationships exist between the content of these reports, academic studies and 
elements of EAT. For instance, wineries’ apparent increasing involvement in international 
business, particularly through exports, subscribes with Shepherd and Patzelt’s (2011) 
contribution. These authors explain that, while “an economics perspective focuses on the 
economic consequences of entrepreneurial action” (p. 148), this research dimension can also 
encompass “non-economic developments that occur as a result of these economic 
consequences” (p. 148). Shepherd and Patzelt (2011) also posit that entrepreneurial action 
may trigger informal institutional changes, with resulting developmental gains for different 
stakeholders.  
     The regions of the Valdobbiadene and neighbouring Conegliano illustrate the potential for 
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the wine industry to add value and contribute to tangible and intangible benefits. Indeed, 
there are high expectations for these regions to become tourist destinations of excellence 
(Conegliano Valdobbiadene, 2016). In the context of the present study, these and other forms 
of entrepreneurial action could contribute to regions’ success, to their further development, 
and that of SMEs. Similarly, an argument could be made that the benefits provided by the 
wine industry in both countries can be measures of current, and antecedents of, future success. 
These benefits can be through employment, taxes, infrastructure, or supply-chain associated 
exchanges and contributions, including through the purchase of grapes from micro growers.       
     As previously indicated, the study is also concerned with the examination of the perceived 
future of the firms (RQ2), as this area may help complement and illuminate perceived firm 
CSFs and markers (RQ1). Contemporary research suggests a relationship between the two 
areas. Among others, Carini and Norman (2017) underline the imperative need for 
management to develop strategies to drive the future success of their firms, while cautioning 
that, failure to “apply new perspectives about the future can harm a firm’s long-term 
prospects” (p. 37).  
     In agreement with Shepherd and Patzelt’s (2011) notions of the entrepreneurial action 
framework, this theory will be adopted to study perceived success and the future of the 
participating micro and small firms. The study in the process will further determine the 
theory’s potential contribution (RQ3). Shepherd and Patzelt (2011) posit that the theory is 
geared towards an individual level of analysis, is adequately broad in that it can 
“accommodate most individual-level perspectives” (p. 152), and is consistent with 
sociological or economic perspectives. Given the characteristics of the present research, 
which focuses on actions by firm owners and managers operating in uncertain and 
competitive scenarios, and in accord with Mitchell and Shepherd (2010), the study will focus 
on the opportunity evaluation stage, which stresses the recognition of opportunities by 
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individuals in situations of uncertainty.   
 
Methodology 
The present study has three fundamental objectives. First, it examines perceptions of micro 
and small business owners and managers, specifically, what ‘firm success’ represents to them, 
illustrated in their most perceived CSFs. Second, the study investigates participants’ 
perceptions with regard to the future of their firms, including where they see their firm in the 
next decade. Third, by espousing the tenets of EAT, and by analysing the qualitative data 
gathered, the study proposes a framework to enhance the understanding of the first RQs 
under examination.  
     Various aspects of qualitative research, including uniqueness, rigour, and overall merit are 
discussed in the academic literature, with Sandelowski (1986), for instance, emphasising “the 
uniqueness of human situations and the importance of experiences…” (p. 33). Regarding 
these aspects, qualitative research allows to identify issues from participants’ perspectives, 
and understand interpretations and meanings they give to events or behaviours, including in 
the social, physical, cultural or economic contexts in which they live (Hennink, Hutter, and 
Bailey, 2020). Thus, gathering the perceptions of firm success and future from individuals 
who have experienced the wine industry first-hand would strongly illuminate the research, as 
the first two RQs are arguably based upon human situations and experiences (Sandelowski, 
1986).  
     The highly competitive and uncertain environment in which the wine industry operates 
(Dimitrova and Keskinova, 2020; Golicic et al., 2017; Hussain et al., 2008; Ouvrard, 
Jasimuddin, and Spiga, 2020), exacerbated by the Brexit phenomenon (Anderson and 
Wittwer, 2017) warranted the selection of this industry. The study also proposes a theoretical 
framework to elicit a deeper understanding of the associations between perceived success, the 
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perceived future of the firm and entrepreneurial action (RQ3). The study’s unit of analysis, 
which “refers to a great variety of objects of study” (Graneheim and Lundman, 2004, p. 106), 
is illustrated by the winery representatives’ perceived success and future of their firms. 
     In accord with empirical studies investigating CSFs among SMEs (Achanga et al., 2006; 
Simpson et al., 2004, 2012; Toledo-Lopez et al., 2012; Walker and Brown, 2004), face-to-
face interviews were chosen as the main medium of data collection. These academic 
contributions were also considered when designing the questions posed during the interviews. 
     This study also employs inductive analysis, which entails grouping and reducing data 
through abstraction (Kyngäs, 2020a), using detail-rich readings of data to build themes, 
concepts, or, associated with the third objective of this study, a framework that can emerge 
from interpretations made from raw data (Thomas, 2006). Partly reflecting the objectives of 
the proposed RQs, in an inductive approach specific observations about questions or areas of 
interest are made (Barczak, 2017). Using qualitative data emanating from the inductive 
approach was also important in this research. Johnson and Waterfield (2004) explain that 
qualitative data symbolise meanings, “and meanings are analysed through 
conceptualisations” (p. 127). These authors’ argument aligns with the notions of Thomas 
(2006), and Barczak (2017) regarding resulting theory-building from an inductive approach.     
     To gather data that could fulfil the objectives of an inductive approach, a purposeful 
sampling method was chosen. This method consists of the strategic selection of information-
rich cases to investigate that, by their substance and nature, help illuminate the questions 
under examination (Patton, 2015). To understand entrepreneurial action manifested through 
perceived success and the future of wineries from owners and managers, it was essential to 
make that specific and strategic selection. This understanding was also believed to be 
enriched by selecting winery representatives operating in two different countries. 
Complementing these notions, a constructivist paradigm was adopted. This paradigm 
12 
 
highlights the value of researcher-subject interactions (Ponterotto, 2005); thus, new meanings 
can be achieved through rational analysis initiated by dialogue, practice or experience 
(Justice et al., 2020). 
     By gathering website information from the two regions under investigation, as well as 
from individual wineries and from regional information websites, the contacts details of 88 
wineries were identified (Table 2). Through electronic correspondence, these businesses were 
presented with the goals of the research, and formally asked to take part in the research 
through semi-structured, face-to-face interviews to be conducted at their premises. From the 
wineries contacted, it was noticed that two businesses had over 100 full-time employees; for 
this reason, these two firms were excluded from the research. Out of 86 businesses 
considered and contacted, 32 agreed to participate, and from these, 34 owners and managers. 
While these 34 participants provided numerous demonstrations of their experience, 
knowledge, and savviness, the overall findings cannot be considered generalizable to the 
entire wine industry in Italy or Spain.   
Table 2 Here 
     During June and July of 2017, a member of the research, who is fluent in Italian and 
Spanish, visited the two regions, and conducted on-site, face-to-face interviews. The length of 
the interviews was on average 70 minutes. The interview process started with the researcher 
posing questions designed to learn basic demographic aspects about the participant and the 
firm (Table 3), then leading to the following open-ended questions: 
Question 1: What does ‘success’ mean in the context of your firm? For instance, what are the 
most critical success factors in the case of your firm? 
Question 2: How do you perceive the future of this firm? For example, where do you see this 
firm in terms of growth or adaptive strategies, in the next five to ten years? 
     The interviews, which were audio recorded with participants’ agreement, were 
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complemented with on-site observations, and through the collection of winery data, including 
brochures and winery website information. In gathering multiple sources of data, the study 
adheres to principles of data triangulation (Decrop, 1999).  
     Differing views exist regarding data saturation, the point when sufficient information has 
been obtained and no further coding is feasible (Fusch and Ness, 2015). In view of 
inconclusive standards (Fusch and Ness, 2015) of what constitutes data saturation, the present 
research aligns with the suggestions by O’Reilly and Parker (2013), notably, concerning the 
consideration of appropriateness of data as the predominant marker.    
     Upon translating and transcribing the data from the interviews, qualitative content analysis 
was undertaken by all authors. This method, which is content-sensitive (Kyngäs, 2020b), 
involves systematic readings of texts, images (Krippendorf, 2018), subjective interpretation, 
and systematic classification of data, with the researcher identifying themes or patterns and 
coding these (Hsieh and Shannon, 2005). As shown in Figure 1 and Figure 2, undertaking 
content analysis facilitated the identification of themes. Content analysis was also 
complemented and supported with the use of NVivo, version 11, a data management software, 
and by computer-assisted qualitative data analysis software (CAQDAS) (Woods et al., 2015), 
for instance, in visually displaying nodes (Figures 1-3). 
 
Demographic characteristics of participants and their firms 
As illustrated (Table 3), based on their number of employees, all participating firms are micro 
and small enterprises. The European Commission (2003) specifies that firms employing 
fewer than 10 individuals are categorised as micro firms, and those employing fewer than 50 
as small. Importantly, the sample of this article aligns with the vast majority of businesses in 
the European Union (EU). A recent study (Rotar, Pamić, and Bojnec (2019) explains that 
93% of all enterprises in the 28 EU nations are micro enterprises, and 6% are small. Further, 
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the two groups not only represent the vast majority of businesses, but also contribute to over 
66% of the EU’s total employment (Rotar et al., 2019). Additionally, all the participating 
firms were family enterprises, most were exporting and all were open to the public at the time 
of the study (Table 3). Finally, the majority of the participants were owners or co-owners of 
the winery (21, 61.8%), and had worked at the winery for more than a decade (21, 61.8%).  
 
Table 3 Here 
Results and Discussion 
Defining success in the context of the firm (RQ1) 
By considering the work of Greve (2001), McMullen and Shepherd (2006) reveal various 
components of a decision process, namely, 1) course of action, which includes options, 
choices and alternatives; 2) beliefs concerning processes, events, and objectives, such as 
outcomes and ways to achieve these; 3) values, utilities, or desires that underscore the 
consequences resulting from actions and events. Some of these components align with how 
participants define success in the context of their winery (RQ1). Indeed, by formulating a 
desired future state for their winery, the themes emerging from participants’ comments 
identified a foundation for future course of action through the discovery and maximisation of 
entrepreneurial opportunities. Together, these themes align with Greve’s (2001) concepts, 
underlining the importance of course of action, beliefs in regards to processes, and values and 
desires.  
Figure 1 Here 
     First, the nodes representing themes from participants’ comments demonstrate that success 
takes numerous forms, and, as illustrated in the SME literature (Table 1) most of these are 
characterised by their intangible nature. For example, achieving product excellence is partly 
in accord with quality of inputs and outputs (Simpson et al., 2012), quality assurance (Talib et 
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al., 2014), or product quality (Wijewardena and De Zoysa, 2005). However, other findings 
underline the usefulness of the evaluation stage to illuminate understanding. Such was the 
case of being perceived highly, demonstrated in selected comments:  
I3: Success is when clients, the local population, and competitors have a 
perception of high quality concerning our brand…  
I5: …success is often the recognition by our clients... 
S11: …that people consider our Cava as the high-quality product it is. 
S15: The idea [of success] is to gain recognition for the product. 
     To some extent, these comments are reflected in previous SME studies, one identifying 
the role played by firms’ collective and personal sense of recognition (Simpson et al., 2004), 
and another by their perceived brand image (Feindt et al. (2002). Associated with EAT 
(McMullen and Shepherd, 2006), being perceived highly underscores a rigorous process that 
wineries need to undertake in order to attain such desired state. However, achieving or 
completing the process fully is uncertain, for example, as wineries must cope with 
competition (Hussain et al., 2008).  
     A similar point can be made of other perceived markers that, as the case of passion, was 
found to be positively related to resilience and entrepreneurial success (Fisher, Maritz, and 
Lobo, 2014). Building relationships with importers and consumers, positioning the product at 
the highest level, gaining knowledge or learning from experiences, or continuously 
improving (Figure 1) are also in line with the notions of entrepreneurial action. In fact, these 
markers suggest a belief related to a desired end state, and, together are crucial for wineries’ 
future competitiveness.  
     Associated with earlier research (Demirbag et al., 2006; Walker and Brown, 2004), 
participants’ financial goals were mentioned as a component of perceived success. While 
superseded by numerous intangible indicators, there was however acknowledgement of the 
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importance of this tangible element:  
I1: More than sales, success is about gaining consumers’ loyalty, and hopefully 
gain more consumers. 
S8: [Success is] a perfect equilibrium between enjoying work, the needed 
desire to help consolidate this business, and the financial side of the business 
so that we do not encounter financial issues.  
     Shepherd and Prazelt (2011) explain that personal gains and profit constitute key 
motivations for entrepreneurs, and that “their actions return market efficiency” (p. 144). 
However, in the context of this study’s findings, market efficiency is a precursor of the 
tangible element represented by financial gains and firm survival (Figure 1). The survival of 
the business, while not deemed as evidence of firm success (Murphy et al., 1996), was 
nevertheless revealed through the tangible (financial) success marker, illustrating its vital 
strategic significance for wineries.  
     Finally, remaining true or loyal to one’s philosophy, including that inherent in the family 
firm, can also constitute a preamble of entrepreneurial action. I5’s comment suggests that 
participants follow a predetermined path that can lead to various desired end states and to 
maximising opportunities: “Success… is often the recognition by our clients that they 
understand and share your values, and communicate to others what you managed to 
communicate to them.” 
     Despite the overall alignment between the perceived CSFs among participants from two 
different nations, as expected, there were also several differences. Spanish participants 
indicated as many as seven other key CSFs (Figure 1), including professionalism, working in 
an honest manner, keeping busy, or having clear objectives. In turn, Italian participants 
focused more on commercial aspects, notably, offering a pleasing product, attracting the 
interest of consumers, and maintaining one’s quality of life. These findings suggest 
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differences in business philosophies between the two groups, and are supported by indicators 
that also set the two nations’ wine industries apart. For example, in 2018, Spain was the 
world’s largest exporter of wine, with 21 million hectolitres, followed by Italy, with 19.7 
million (Statista, 2019). However, while Spain’s export revenues totalled 1.2 billion Euros, 
with less export volume, Italy’s revenues were almost three-fold, or 3.1 billion Euros 
(Eurostat, 2019). Thus, an argument could be made that these nuanced differences between 
the two groups (Figure 1) underline development issues (Spain) that at the same time are 
perceived as future success markers. In turn, Italian participants’ responses indicating a 
stronger focus on positioning and financial benefits seem to mirror the success of Italy’s wine 
industry in positioning wines at higher prices.  
 
The perceived future of the firm (RQ2)  
According to McMullen and Shepherd (2006), as long as individuals believe and are aware of 
what they do, they do not need to be highly tolerant to uncertainty in order to behave 
entrepreneurially. Thus, engaging in specific actions is contingent upon whether individuals 
are sufficiently motivated to act (McMullen and Shepherd (2006), especially given that they 
are to encounter uncertainty while pursuing opportunities. To a great extent, these notions 
were demonstrated in participants’ responses to RQ2 (Figure 2).  
Figure 2 Here 
     In fact, the emerging threads suggest the associations between the firms’ future, 
participants’ views or intentions for the firm to engage in specific plans, and ideas that 
essentially constitute entrepreneurial actions. Attaining global recognition, consistently 
improving product quality, surviving as a firm, maintaining the (family) firm values and 
philosophy, educating consumers, or increasing sales were perceived as key pillars in the 
future of the firm. As the following comments emphasise, becoming more organised as a firm, 
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exporting more, growing more production, broadening product range, entering demanding 
markets or diversifying into wine tourism demonstrated the specific ways in which 
participants’ perceptions of success were to reach a desired state (McMullen and Shepherd, 
2006): 
I4A: Increasing our involvement in international markets is on top of our ‘to do 
list,’ without forgetting our origins.  
I5: We have received 3 requests to sell this company. However, my parents and I 
want this company to continue. 
S2: More involvement in exports. More innovative practices, experimenting with 
micro vinifications, small batch production or limited editions, welcoming small 
groups of visitors. 
     Together, the various scenarios of the perceived future of the winery are interrelated with 
EAT in a number of fronts. For example, McMullen and Shepherd (2006) subscribe to the 
work of Hébert and Link (1988) to assert that, through their actions, entrepreneurs both create 
and respond to changes. These changes are inevitable and continuously occurring. Indeed, the 
increasingly competitive and uncertain global wine market (Golicic et al., 2017; Hussain et 
al., 2008), changing consumer habits and trends within the wine industry (Agnoli et al., 2011; 
de Magistris et al., 2011), or even political decisions such as Brexit (Anderson and Wittwer, 
2017) can affect this industry significantly. Competition was referred to by both groups of 
participants as one fundamental future predicament that will continue to be part of their 
industry environment in the future. Consequently, and in response, wineries need to 
undertake entrepreneurial action through concerted efforts and strategies such as those 
emerging from the findings (Figure 2).  
     As opposed to their Spanish counterparts, Italian participants identified four additional 
forms in which they perceived the future of their firms (Figure 2); these forms were 
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intrinsically associated with becoming more independent, that is, depending on one’s own 
grape production, while relying less on external supply. Collaboration with other wineries, 
for instance, to build critical mass and export wine, as well as making investments in the 
family business could also have important ramifications for the firm’s future. Finally, 
providing more employment suggests both an interest in growing the firm, and a concern for 
the socioeconomic future of the region or local community.   
     To reinforce the significance of the perceived future of the firm further, Figure 3 suggests 
eight dimensions associated with the two RQs and entrepreneurial action. While these 
dimensions are not mutually exclusive or restrictive in the way both perceived success and 
future of the firms are to be considered, they nevertheless underscore the potential for 
entrepreneurial action in various forms. As shown in the rectangle with most nodes, CSFs are 
linked to the perceived future of the firm, including future plans, activities and strategies, 
underlining the importance of taking specific action, for example: 
 Achieving product excellence, which could be interpreted in various forms, including 
by consistently improving product quality, by becoming a referent or model firm 
within the region, or even by attaining global recognition. 
 Positioning one’s product at the highest level, or be perceived highly could be 
illustrated by entering demanding consumer markets, by enhancing brand recognition-
image, or, again, by consistently improving the quality of the wines. 
 Being unique in terms of product offerings could also be ‘mutually inclusive’ with 
other key areas regarding the perceived future of the firm,  
The suggested links exhibited in Figure 3 can therefore be interpreted through the following 
proposition: 
 Proposition 1: If success is defined by such markers as achieving product excellence, 
continuously improving, being perceived highly and unique, or by positioning the 
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products at the highest possible level, then the winery’s future should be aligned with 
entering demanding markets, consistently working to improve product quality, or with 
developing brand image enhancement plans and strategies, among other strategies.  
The second rectangle (Figure 3), which is based upon intangible elements, shows the desired 
state (McMullen and Shepherd, 2006) and its linkage to the perceived future of the firm. The 
illustrated juxtapositions place strong emphasis on building relationships, or on providing 
memorable experiences, and overlap into strategies associated with the perceived future of 
the firm. Indeed, educating consumers or diversifying into wine tourism entail competencies 
that some winery operators, who for a long time have focused predominantly on production, 
may not be familiar with. Strategies and competencies include hiring bilingual staff, training 
and infrastructure to hosting visitors, promotional activities, and key service skills that might 
not be currently part of the firms. This last area concerns visitor feedback, online sales and 
responsiveness, and the balancing act of filling gaps at times of higher or lower demand from 
visitors or importers. Overall, these notions provide support for the consideration of the 
following proposition:   
 Proposition 2: If success is defined by building relationships, providing memorable 
experiences or by being hospitable, then the winery’s future should reflect these 
desired end states, for instance, investing resources (financial, human, infrastructure) 
to reinforce educational endeavours aimed at consumers, as well as diversifying or 
further developing wine tourism.   
 
     The third most populated rectangle (Figure 3) underscores the relevance of a perceived 
tangible CSF, financial gains. In this context, the corresponding perceived future of the firm 
not only matches the perceived success marker of increasing sales, but also illustrates more 
specific ways to achieve this end. Similarly illustrated is mutual inclusiveness concerning 
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‘increasing sales’, which unsurprisingly was perceived as a CSF and as a vital pillar 
positively affecting the future of the firm. These suggested associations lead to the following 
third proposition:   
 Proposition 3: If success is defined by increasing sales, then the winery’s future 
should correspondingly focus more strongly on this avenue, including through more 
involvement in exports, by seeking to enter emerging consumer markets, and by 
growing more production, which may also contribute to satisfying new markets.   
All other rectangles, while much less populated, also have links between perceived success 
and future, and therefore substantiate additional propositions. However, as previously 
suggested, these links are not comprehensive. Indeed, other ways in which participants 
perceived the future of their firms, and that can bridge the gap between perceived success and 
the realisation of such desired state, could be considered.  
     Overall, the above findings diverge significantly from recent research exploring CSFs in 
wineries. Iselborn and Loose (2016), for instance, chose value added profitability as a key 
measure of economic success, thereby collecting financial statements of 189 German 
wineries. Iselborn and Loose (2016) fundamentally sought to identify the significance of 
success factors determining economic profitability, thereby isolating five key success factors: 
 
Profitability and efficiency, illustrated by capital profitability concerning debt capital 
investments and equity, and complemented by production efficiency. 
Quality management, in that wineries’ level of turnover follows a similar pattern as the level 
of their expenditures (higher turnover, higher expenditures).  
Size effect, or family-land ratio of the business.  




Production endowment, or the notion that high assets per hectare are an indication of wide-
ranging investments in production facilities (Iselborn and Loose, 2016).  
Figure 3 Here 
The proposed theoretical framework (RQ3) 
By considering the associations between perceived success, perceived future of the firm and 
the EAT, as well as the resulting juxtapositions and related propositions that emerged, this 
study makes a theoretical contribution depicted by a proposed theoretical framework (Figure 
4).  
     First, Figure 4 recognises the evaluation stage. In accord with McMullen and Shepherd’s 
(2006) framework, this stage emphasises the links between perceived success (RQ1) and 
motivation, resulting in desirability assessment. The findings identified the strategic 
significance of different CSFs, such as continuous improvements, being perceived highly or 
as unique, building relationships, or learning from experiences. Additionally, Figure 4 
pinpoints links between knowledge and the perceived future of the firm (RQ2), resulting in 
feasibility assessment. Here, entering demanding markets, becoming a referent regionally, 
internationally, or in terms of brand, and making the transition towards further diversification 
were key pointers participants associated with the future of their firms.   
     While these notions could be understood in the context of firms operating in different 
industries, they too are applicable in the case of the wine industry. As previously discussed, 
wineries operate in an increasingly and notoriously competitive environment (Morrison and 
Rabellotti, 2017; Overton and Murray, 2016). Therefore, continuous product and service 
improvements, building relationships and positioning products represent crucial strategic 
elements that could lead to increased exports, affording a useful lifeline to winery businesses. 
     Second, and as discussed concerning Figure 3, the two parts of the evaluation stage 
highlights relationships and overlaps, in that relationships are mutually inclusive. In this 
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context, improvements are perceived through enhancing one’s brand image, leading to 
increased exports. In fact, many CSFs featured connections with the perceived future of the 
firm. Moreover, current strategies or perceived CSFs, for example, through building 
relationships, positioning products, continuously improving, can be nurtured and developed, 
and therefore have ramifications for the future of the wineries.  
     Third, the framework underscoring the associations between the two studied areas flows 
into the realm of entrepreneurial action, with various implications for the wine industry and 
the participating firms. These implications are hypothesised as new or future business 
opportunities, as well as the level of preparedness of winery operators and their human 
resources to spot and maximise such opportunities through motivation, knowledge and 
associated competencies. Identifying and exploiting opportunities, together with preparedness, 
also underscore the importance of minimising uncertainty.   
     In discussing what represents a theoretical contribution, and by revisiting earlier research 
(Dubin, 1978; Whetten, 1989), Reay and Whetten (2011) posited that, fundamentally, “a 
good (strong) theory must reliably explain a phenomenon of interest” (p. 107), and address 
the following key areas:  
 
1) Main factors that are crucial in explaining the phenomenon of interest. 
The phenomenon of interest in the present study is represented by entrepreneurial action that 
is rooted in perceived firm success and perceived future of the firm. Entrepreneurial action 
was revealed through ways in which micro and small winery owners and managers define 
success (Figure 1), and where they see their firms in the future (Figure 2). The perceived 
desired state and future of the firm are strongly associated with the realms of EAT, and as a 
result contribute to the understanding of the foundation of entrepreneurial action (evaluation 
stage). While EAT stresses the maximisation of opportunities for profit, there can also be 
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non-economic spill-overs resulting from economic consequences (Shepherd and Patzelt, 2011) 
with direct and indirect impacts on micro and small firms, for instance regarding their 
adaptation and enhanced competitiveness.  
 
2) Relationship of these factors to each other. 
The illustrated juxtapositions emerging from participants’ answers to the RQs (Figure 3), 
suggest strong relationships between a desired end state (perceived success) and 
entrepreneurial action (perceived future of the firm). Whetten (1989) suggested that, as 
opposed to lists of variables, relationships conform the domain of theory. In accord with this 
view, eight different dimensions highlighting relationships between perceived success and 
future of the firm were revealed. As underlined in the propositions put forward, these 
relationships are in alignment with the evaluation stage (McMullen and Shepherd, 2006; 
Mitchell and Shepherd, 2010) in various forms. These alignments range from strategies, 
initiatives, and activities that primarily focus on the competitiveness and diversification of the 
firms, to more tangible elements, such as increasing sales. 
Figure 4 Here 
3) Reasons why the representation of the phenomenon merits credibility. 
As presented in McMullen and Shepherd’s (2006) framework, motivation is linked to 
desirability assessment and knowledge to feasibility assessment, with both leading to 
entrepreneurial action (first-person opportunity). Following this conceptualisation, and the 
context the present study, it is argued that the desirability assessment is related to perceptions 
of success (RQ1), while feasibility assessment to that of the perceived future of the firm 
(RQ2). As Figure 4 also indicates, the framework underscores the relationships between the 
two studied areas. Together, these relationships symbolise the event of consummated 
entrepreneurial action, through economic consequences or through non-economic 
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developments emanating from those (Shepherd and Patzelt, 2011). Entrepreneurial action 
results in various implications for the future of the region’s wine industry and for that of the 
participating firms (Figure 4). 
     In addition, the study subscribes to McMullen and Shepherd’s (2006) notion, which 
emphasises individuals’ capabilities, which in this study was reinforced through participants’ 
knowledge and expertise, and was reflected in their numerous perceptions of success and the 
future of their firms (Figure 3). Thus, following Reay and Whetten’s (2011) point, 
participants’ perceived competitive skills and resources are compelling reasons underlining 
the credibility of the relationships between factors that, together, constitute the phenomenon, 
notably, entrepreneurial action.  
 
4) Conditions under which the predictions of the theory can hold true. 
The various postulated propositions based on the findings and illustrating their associations 
with entrepreneurial action underline their predictive and explanatory power. Under 
conditions of high competition and uncertainty, perceived success and perceived future of the 
firm among micro and small winery owners and managers highlight pathways to remain 
competitive or build competitiveness. These pathways are associated with specific value 
adding, knowledge-based, and strategically sound activities, as well as with socially 
responsible or firm-specific values. They therefore have strong alignments with EAT, and 
demonstrate the applicability of the proposed theoretical framework (Figure 4).  
Conclusions 
This study examined the perceived CSFs and future of the firm from the perspective of micro 
and small winery owners and managers operating in Italy and Spain; to analyse these 
dimensions, the study considered the tenets of EAT. This consideration helped the study 
address a gap, notably, the scant theoretical progress concerning SMEs’ CSFs (Simpson et al., 
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2012). Although more recent academic enquiry demonstrates advancements in theory 
development concerning CSFs among SMEs (Kozielski, 2019), this study extends prior 
research and proposes a theoretical framework illustrating CSFs and perceived future from an 
international perspective.   
     Overall, the findings revealed that both groups of participants predominantly perceived 
success in intangible, non-financial forms, particularly being perceived highly as a winery, 
achieving product excellence, and continuously improving, through the desire to increase 
sales, also revealed a tangible element. With regard to participants’ perceptions of the future 
of their firm, again, for the most part, intangible elements were indicated. However, these 
elements also underlined a financial objective, including entering demanding consumer 
markets, broadening product range, diversifying into wine tourism, or exporting more. In 
addition, the revealed dimensions stemming from both RQs contributed to a juxtaposition of 
both areas of study (Figure 3), to the development of various propositions and a theoretical 
framework (Figure 4).  
 
Implications 
One key practical implication emerging from the findings is that, contrasting both perceptions 
of firm success and their future can trigger the identification of desired ways to achieve and 
consolidate these. The desired state of reaching a certain standard can be aligned with the 
direction that entrepreneurs wish to choose in the future. In this context, the findings provide 
at least eight different dimensions, with over a dozen markers associated with perceived 
success and future. At the same time, the juxtaposition of these markers propose a road map 
for wineries to consider various alternatives (Figure 3). For instance, in terms of branding and 
positioning, wineries have various strategies at hand that match perceived success. Additional   
perceptions of success and perceived future of the firm that emerged in each of the countries, 
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as opposed to the common themes, can also provide insightful cues to micro and small 
entrepreneurs. Indeed, there could be relations between drawing interest for the product, 
having clear objectives and professionalism (Figure 1), increasing collaboration and investing 
more back in the firm (Figure 2).  
     Several theoretical implications can be drawn from the study’s findings. One key 
implication relates to the usefulness of considering the tenets of entrepreneurial action, such 
as desirability and feasibility assessment to understand perceived CSFs and perceived future 
of the firm. For example, the preamble to the theoretical framework, encapsulated in the 
juxtapositions revealed in Figure 3, provide a rigorous foundation that enables the 
identification of those key desirable states and objectives that, in turn, are related to the 
desirability and feasibility assessment (McMullen and Shepherd, 2006). Facing competition 
and uncertainty, these two forms of assessment are useful in helping trigger dimensions such 
as those identified in the research. In this study, interpreting and understanding perceived 
success and perceived future of the firm through the two forms of assessment also produced 
insightful ways to achieve entrepreneurial action, either through tangible (profit) or intangible 
means.  
     As suggested by McMullen and Shepherd (2006) when they revisited the work of Greve 
(2001), making strategic firm decisions is based on executing action through the selection of 
alternatives and options, perceived ways to achieve objectives, and the desire or value that 
can ensue from taking action. Again, given the uncertain and competitive environment in 
which the participating firms operate, the proposed theoretical framework can aid and 
contribute to the understanding of the elements that form an intrinsic part of entrepreneurial 
action. Moreover, the framework could be applicable to study other industries facing similar 
predicaments.  
Limitations and Future Research  
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According to Ioannidis (2007), limitations are present in all research, even in research 
presenting the most significant breakthroughs. Accordingly, various limitations are 
recognised in the present research. Essentially, the study was conducted among micro and 
small firms in two regions, each featuring one country, and only at one point in time. In 
addition, participants represented two groups within the sparkling wine industry (Cava and 
Prosecco). However, there are other groups within the wine industry, including producers of 
still and fortified wines, whose role and impact is also significant, and therefore equally merit 
investigation. Future research endeavours that focus on perceived firm success and perceived 
future of the firm could address some of the shortcomings of this investigation.  
     Indeed, future studies could be undertaken in other industries that, as is the case of the 
wine industry, face uncertainty and competition. Studies could also expand the scope of the 
study, including medium-size and larger firms, which would enable comparisons according to 
firm sizes. Choosing a longitudinal approach, where similar or other types of firms are 
studied at different points in time, could also allow for making comparisons based on time, 
and potentially reveal findings that contribute both in a practical and conceptual manner. In 
fact, a longitudinal approach could help identify whether perceived success, perceived future 
of the firm change over time, or are contingent upon specific events affecting firms. Finally, 
future research could consider EAT to confirm or disconfirm its explanatory power and 
usefulness, or complement this theory with another conceptual framework. In the present 
study, the different figures based upon participants’ comments identified a wide range of 
CSFs and other ways in which participants perceive the future of their firm. Making use of 
EAT, or in combination with other theories could help identify additional key elements and 
factors that could provide useful information to the wine industry, helping winery operators 
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